This paper analyzes a panel of 18 European countries spanning from 1950 to 2003 to examine the extent to which the legal reforms leading to "easier divorce" that took place during the second half of the 20th century have contributed to the increase in divorce rates across Europe. We use a quasi-experimental set-up and exploit the different timing of the reforms in divorce laws across countries. We account for unobserved country-specific factors by introducing country fixed effects, and we include country-specific trends to control for timevarying factors at the country level that may be correlated with divorce rates and divorce laws, such as changing social norms or slow moving demographic trends. We find that the different reforms that "made divorce easier" were followed by significant increases in divorce rates. The effect of no-fault legislation was strong and permanent, while unilateral reforms only had a temporary effect on divorce rates. Overall, we estimate that the legal reforms account for about 20 percent of the increase in divorce rates in Europe between 1960 and 2002.
1

Introduction
The recent rise in divorce rates in industrialized countries has generated a great deal of attention from researchers and policy makers. Many worry about the negative economic consequences of divorce for women and children, and there is some evidence that more liberal divorce laws have negative effects on long-term outcomes for children (Gruber, 2004) . On the other hand, recent research suggests that divorce increases physical and psychological well-being for both partners (Gardner and Oswald, 2005; Stevenson and Wolfers, 2006) . Thus it seems clear that divorce legislation has potential effects on large segments of the population and on several important dimensions related to both economic and psychological well-being.
The rise in divorce rates has been very pronounced in Europe since the 1960's.
Virtually all European countries experienced less than 2.5 divorces per 1,000 married people in 1960, and many had divorce rates below 1 (see Figure 1) . By 2002, most European countries had divorce rates around 5 per 1000 married people or higher.
[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] During the last four decades of the 20 th century, many legal reforms took place in Europe at the national level that allowed divorce under mutual consent and "no-fault" grounds or even unilaterally. This raises the question of whether these reforms that tended to "make divorce easier" were at least partially responsible for the widespread increase in divorce rates.
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This question has relevant policy implications, since several countries have recently been considering additional reforms in their divorce laws. 1 They are also pertinent given current initiatives studying the possible harmonization of family law within the European Union (Boele-Woelki, 2005; European Commission, 2005) .
We use panel data on 18 European countries from 1950 to 2003 to analyze the effect of changes in divorce laws on the divorce rate. We identify this causal relationship by exploiting the variation across countries in the timing and nature of the reforms, while controlling for fixed and trending unobserved factors at the country level that may be related to both divorce laws and divorce rates. We also analyze the extent to which the effects of the reforms are transitory or permanent.
Our analysis builds on a previous body of literature, both theoretical and empirical, that analyzed the effect of unilateral divorce on divorce rates in the United States.
Theoretically, an application of the Coase theorem to marital bargaining suggests that the allocation of resources should be unaffected by the distribution of property rights and hence the law would have no effect on the incidence of divorce (Becker et al., 1977; Becker, 1981) . . Under mutual consent, for a divorce to take place the spouse who wishes to leave would have to compensate the one who wants to stay married. Under unilateral divorce, the break-up will take place unless the spouse who wishes to stay compensates the one who wishes to leave. Other theoretical papers have questioned the applicability of the Coase theorem in the marital bargaining setup (Clark, 1999; Fella et al., 2004) and conclude that under a bargaining framework divorce law may affect the probability of divorce. Specifically, Fella et al. (2004) note that the "changes in social norms rather than in legislation may be responsible for increasing divorce rates". (p.607)
Empirical estimates of the effect of divorce law on divorce rates have produced mixed results. Peters (1986 Peters ( , 1992 found that the unilateral reforms in the US had no effect on the divorce rate; however, these results were criticized by Allen (1992) . Friedberg (1998) found that unilateral divorce laws were responsible for about 17 percent of the increase in divorce rates in the US during the 1970's and 1980's. Her results were widely accepted until Wolfers (2006) , using a slightly modified specification, found that the effect of unilateral divorce is small and short-lived. No consensus has been reached on the subject to date.
We contribute to the debate by examining the impact of different divorce law reforms on the divorce rate using a long panel of European data. We find that the reforms that "made divorce easier" were followed by significant increases in divorce rates. Moreover, the effect of the move towards "no-fault" divorce laws seemed permanent (allowing for the time scale of the panel) with strong, significant long-term effects. However, the introduction of unilateral divorce increased divorce rates only in the short term, with the number of divorces going back to its previous level after a few years. According to our most conservative estimates, the combined effect of all the legal reforms that took place in Europe between 1960 and 2002 amounts to about 20% of the increase in divorce rates 4 in Europe during that period. The remaining unexplained increase in divorce rates may be due to, for example, changes in social norms across Europe.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 summarizes the previous literature on the effect of divorce laws on divorce rates. The subsequent section describes divorce laws in Europe and the main reforms that took place since 1950.
Section 4 discusses the data and the econometric specification, while section 5 presents the main results and some additional regressions and robustness checks. The final section summarizes the results and concludes.
Related Literature
Conventional wisdom suggests that making divorce easier should lead to higher divorce rates. This is in fact the argument used in recent years by certain groups in the US claiming that no-fault and unilateral divorce laws are contributing to the destruction of the traditional family and should therefore be reversed.
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Economic theory in the form of bargaining models supports this conventional wisdom and predicts that divorce laws may have an effect on the incidence of divorce (Clark, 1999; Fella et al., 2004) asymmetries. Clark (1999) and Fella et al. (2004) focus on how assets are allocated within a marriage and the different bargaining outcomes for the asset allocation on divorcing. Hence both the asset allocation and the right to dissolve a marriage (e.g. no fault versus unilateral) determine the gains and losses, and the incidence of divorce.
However, another branch of theoretical literature contradicts this prediction (Becker et al., 1977; Becker, 1981; Peters, 1986) . According to their model, allowing unilateral divorce (from a previous requirement of mutual consent) should not make divorce more likely, since the reform would only reassign existing property rights between spouses (assuming perfect information and no transaction costs).
This is in fact a direct application of the Coase theorem, and the prediction is that a law change from mutual to unilateral divorce would alter the property rights and resulting compensation scheme between the spouses, but it would not make them more likely to divorce. Specifically, the rights would be redistributed from the spouse who does not want to divorce to the one who wishes to leave. However, some have pointed that the assumptions behind the Coase theorem may fail to hold in the context of marital bargaining (Parkman 1992; Stevenson and Wolfers 2006) .
There have been several attempts to test the theoretical predictions with US data. Peters (1986 Peters ( , 1992 and Allen (1992) used cross-sectional data to test whether people living in states with unilateral divorce were more likely to divorce than others. They used different sets of controls and arrived at different conclusions. Peters estimated an effect of unilateral laws close to zero, while Allen found that unilateral divorce increased the probability of divorce by 1.4 percent. Later work has improved the identification strategy 6 by using panel data, which allows for the inclusion of state fixed effects and state-specific trends. Using a panel from 1968 from to 1988 from , Friedberg (1998 found that unilateral divorce reforms had significant and permanent effects on divorce rates, accounting for about one sixth of the increase in divorce rates during the period. In a recent paper, Wolfers (2006) revised Friedberg's results with a longer panel and a slightly modified methodology, and found that unilateral divorce does not have permanent effects on the divorce rate.
This paper contributes to this literature by estimating the extent to which the divorce law reforms in Europe have contributed to the increase in divorce rates using a panel of 
Data and Methodology
The longitudinal data on divorce rates cover 18 European countries from 1950 to 2003
inclusive. The data for the annual number of divorces, population and married population 6 Germany, Austria and Switzerland had what has been called a "weak fault" regime already before 1950 (Smith, 2002) . We include "weak-fault" as "no-fault" since these regimes specified " a rather open-ended, non-specific fault ground that can flexibly accommodate a wide range of provable matrimonial offenses, possibly even of a relatively minor character" (Smith, 2002, p. 215) . These regimes also allowed divorce on the basis of a three-year separation. 7 The information on divorce legislation across countries was gathered from BoeleWoelki et al. (2003 BoeleWoelki et al. ( , 2004 , Dutoit (2000) , and Smith (2002 We favor the use of annual divorces per married people because marriage rates changed significantly during the second half of the 20 th century, and they did so at different rates across countries, thus affecting the population "at risk" of divorce. We may also worry that the divorce law changes may impact the quality and quantity of the marriage market matches. As Wolfers (2006) argues, on one hand, the divorce rate may increase due to "reduced exit costs" that may lead to lower quality matches. On the other hand, easier divorce may reduce the benefits of marriage and hence decrease the proportion of the ever-married population. However, even large effects on the number of new marriages would affect the stock of marriages very slowly.
The aggregate number of divorces per thousand married people in the 18 countries in the sample was 1.2 in 1960, while it had risen to 3.6 by 2002 (see Figure 2) . The divorce rate (per thousand married people) by country from 1950 until 2003, aggregated by decade, is shown in Table 2 . Note that divorce rates rose in all countries during the period.
[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]
[ The analysis relies on a number of quasi-experiments to assess the impact of different divorce law reforms on divorce rates. First of all, four countries that used to ban divorce introduced no-fault divorce legislation between 1971 and 1997 (Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain). Another four countries that allowed divorce only on the basis of fault adopted no fault legislation during the 1970's (see Table 1 "implicitly" unilateral legislation considered a certain separation period to be proof of the "irretrievable breakdown" of the marriage, which was in turn a ground for divorce.
Finally, five countries adopted explicitly unilateral divorce legislation between 1974 and 1993 (two of them, Finland and Sweden, with no separation requirement).
Examining the impact of the no-fault and unilateral reforms on the divorce rates is clearly quasi-experimental, relying on identification by the variation in the timing of the reforms across reform countries. However, a direct comparison of reform and control countries would imply assuming that the variation in the legislative reforms across countries is exogenous. This seems a questionable assumption since countries that had higher divorce rates in 1950 were also more likely to introduce reforms that liberalized divorce in subsequent years (see Table 2 ). It is likely that countries differ in unobservable dimensions, such as social norms, that are related to both divorce rates and legislative activity.
We account for pre-existing differences across countries through the inclusion of country fixed-effects in the regressions. Moreover, it is still conceivable that such unobservable factors as social norms or demographic trends are evolving over time at different paces in different countries. For instance, countries where the stigma associated with divorce was diminishing faster would experience higher increases in divorce rates and could also be more likely to pass laws making divorce easier. We account for this possibility by including country-specific linear, quadratic and cubic trends in our different regression specifications. Hence we are quite confident that we are removing both fixed and time-varying unobserved factors at the country level that could otherwise bias our results. If anything, we may worry that part of the effect of the reforms might be captured by the country-specific trends. This issue will be discussed in more detail in section 5.
Our initial estimation strategy replicates Friedberg's methodology (Friedberg, 1998 
∑ ∑ ∑
The variable law is a dichotomous variable set to equal one when a reform is effective in country i and time period t. Hence, the coefficient β is interpreted as the average rise in the divorce rate due to the legal change. In our setup, we introduce four separate dummies for each of the four legislative changes (legal, no fault, unilateral, explicitly unilateral) and interpret each of the coefficients equivalently. Country and year fixed effects in Equation (1) control for pre-existing differences in country-specific divorce probabilities, as well as for evolving unobserved factors that affect divorce in all countries in the sample. A less restrictive specification allows for country specific time trends, which control for, for example, social and demographic trends within a country.
We also estimate specifications that add quadratic and cubic trends for each country.
Equation (1) is estimated by population-weighted least squares on an unbalanced panel.
The number of observations is 916.
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A potential problem with this methodology is that it might confound pre-existing trends in divorce rates with the dynamic response of a policy shock, as suggested by Wolfers (2006) . In other words, β in equation (1) only captures a discrete series break. 10 The data on the annual number of divorces is missing for the fifties and/or 2003 for some countries. (2) traces out the adjustment path with the inclusion of dummies for the law having been effective for 1-2 years, 3-4 years and so on. These variables capture the dynamic response of divorce while the country-specific time trends identify pre-existing trends. It is of considerable interest to examine the full adjustment process as there is often "a temporary boost to divorce rates as a backlog of long dead marriages are given an opportunity for legal burial under new legislation" (Smith, 2002, p. 220) . Thus these additional specifications allow us to detect to what extent the effects of the reforms are temporary or permanent. Table 3 reports the estimates for Equation (1), the dependent variable being the annual number of divorces per thousand married people. The specification shown in column 1 includes only the four reform dummies, while column 2 adds year effects. All four types 14 of reforms show positive and significant coefficients in the initial specifications. Adding country effects (column 3) reduces the size of the coefficients for unilateral and no-fault considerably, and the legal coefficient turns negative. The three remaining columns add linear, quadratic and cubic trends, thus accounting for time-varying country-specific factors that may be related to both divorce rates and divorce law reforms.
Results
Discrete jump approach
The coefficient on legal becomes positive and significant again when we include cubic trends (and remains so in specifications including quartic trends).
11 The intuition for the negative sign in previous specifications is that fitting a linear trend to divorce rates in countries where divorce was illegal at the beginning of the period will result in divorce rates that are below the trend in the years immediately following the reform. The final specification suggests that legalizing divorce increases divorce rates from zero to about 0.23 divorces per 1,000 married people.
The coefficients on no-fault, unilateral and strictly unilateral reforms are practically always positive and strongly significant, indicating that countries that introduced those reforms experienced significant subsequent increases in divorce rates, relative to the control countries. 
Dynamic approach
The results in section 5.1 show a worrying sensitivity to the inclusion of the country trends. One reason might be the presence of omitted variable bias, which would be 12 The results are very similar when using divorces per thousand people as the dependent variable. In particular, the signs and significance levels of the coefficients remain unchanged, as well as their relative size. 13 The model predicts an aggregate divorce rate for 2002 of 3.16 in the absence of the reforms, compared with the actual divorce rate of 3.64.
14 The actual increase in divorce rates from 1960 to 2002 was from 1.26 to 3.64, i.e., a 2.38 points increase. Our counterfactual increase (from 1.26 to 3.16) amounts to 1.9 points, which represents about 80% of the actual one. Thus the remaining 20% is attributable to the reforms.
accounted for with the introduction of the trends, as suggested by Friedberg (1998) .
However, another possibility is that the trends are confounding pre-existing trends with the response of the divorce rate to the policy shocks, as pointed out by Wolfers (2006) .
We address this concern in part by using a long panel that includes a large number of observations prior to any of the reforms. This section estimates additional specifications that relax the discrete-jump assumption and allow us to distinguish short-term from permanent effects of the reforms. They also act as robustness checks for the results in the previous models. Table 4 reports the dynamic effect of divorce law changes for no-fault, unilateral and explicitly unilateral reforms (see Equation 2 ). For instance, column 1 shows the results from estimating a regression where the effect of no-fault reforms is allowed to vary over time, while the rest of the reforms are still accounted for with single dummies. 15 The specifications shown in Table 4 all include year and country dummies, plus countryspecific linear, quadratic and cubic trends. The effect of legalizing divorce is estimated at 0.23 to 0.44 divorces per 1,000 married people, similar to the results in the discrete jump specifications (Table 3) . However, no-fault reforms are estimated to have a much stronger effect in the dynamic specification (column 1). The discrete jump regressions showed an effect of 0.41 to 0.47 divorces per 1,000 married people, and this magnitude is similar to the estimated effect during the first two years following the reform in Table 4 . 15 We also run specifications where all four types of reforms are allowed to have timevarying effects, and the results are very similar to those reported in Table 4 .
The effect remains significant over time and its magnitude is in fact increasing, so that in the long term, the divorce rate would increase by as much as 2 divorces per 1,000 married people (the coefficient for 15 years and more) as a result of no-fault legislation.
On the other hand, the dynamic specifications suggest that reforms allowing unilateral divorce do not have a permanent effect on divorce rates. Reforms that allow for unilateral divorce only implicitly and after a certain separation period increase the divorce rate by about 0.04 in the first four years (column 2), and the effect reaches 0.18 eight years after the reform. 16 However, this positive effect is not significant, and after the initial ten-year period, it becomes negative (although mostly still not significant). As for the estimated effect of explicitly unilateral reforms (column 3), it is significant but short-lived: a 0.87 increase in the divorce rate during the two years following the reform turns insignificant in the third and fourth post-reform years, and the sign is actually reversed (although not significantly) starting year seven.
17
The magnitude of the effects is only slightly altered when we include the dynamic effects for all three types of reforms at once, as well as when we include dynamics for legal. We also check the sensitivity of these results to the exclusion of the cubic, 16 The negative sign on the first two years after the reform is caused by Germany, where divorce rates dropped significantly the year after unilateral divorce was introduced, possibly due to the introduction of a separation requirement.
17 Again, the results are very similar when using divorces per thousand people as the dependent variable. The main difference is that in the specification with dynamic effects for unilateral, the coefficients are significantly positive for years 3 to 12 after the reform.
quadratic and linear trends. The results always show a strong, long-term effect of no-fault reforms, and a significant but short-lived effect of unilateral reforms.
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Additional specifications and robustness checks
The results seem robust to a number of alternative specifications. We explore different degrees of unilateral divorce legislation, in an attempt to understand whether the type of unilateral divorce matters. These results are reported in Table 5 of explicit unilateral appears to last only for the first two years after the law is implemented, while the introduction of unilateral divorce with no separation period appears to significantly increase the number of divorces for up to 6 years after 18 Note that the effect of implicit unilateral is significantly positive in the specifications without the country-specific cubic trends.
implementation. 19 Thus we conclude that although the type of unilateral legislation matters, the effect of any kind of unilateral divorce legislation on divorce rates appears to be transitory.
[ We may also worry that only a few countries may be driving most of the results, so we estimated the regressions for 17 countries, dropping one individual country at a time.
The results did not seem overly sensitive to the exclusion of any specific country. 19 The results from the dynamic specifications are available upon request.
20 Essentially Belgium, Greece and Switzerland.
21 Switzerland adopted unilateral divorce in 2000. 22 Regressions were estimated with a balanced panel spanning from 1960 to 2002.
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However, and as expected, the significance of reforms legalizing divorce relied on including Italy and Spain, and the significance of no-fault dropped with the exclusion of Germany. Also, the explicitly unilateral coefficients dropped in size and significance when excluding Sweden from the sample.
Finally, we estimated Tobit models to account for the fact that the divorce rate was zero for a number of years in those countries that legalized divorce during the 1950-2003 period, with similar results for all the law indicators.
All of the robustness checks supported the main conclusions: that the reforms that liberalized divorce in Europe tended to increase divorce rates significantly, and the effects were permanent for no-fault reforms but only temporary for unilateral reforms. 
Conclusions
This paper analyzes a panel of 18 European countries spanning from 1950 to 2003 to examine the extent to which the legal reforms leading to "easier divorce" that took place during the second half of the 20 th century have contributed to the increase in divorce rates across Europe.
According to the Coase theorem, unilateral divorce should not affect divorce rates since it simply reassigns existing property rights between spouses. However, some previous studies for the US found significant increases in divorce rates following reforms that introduced unilateral divorce. We find that countries allowing unilateral divorce experienced significant increases in divorce rates in the years following the reform. 23 The full regression results mentioned in this section are available upon request.
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However, the effect of the reforms seemed to have taken place during the first few years following the legal change, fading over time so that divorce rates were back to their previous levels a few years after the reforms were implemented. On the other hand, the effects of introducing no-fault divorce legislation (unilateral or not) seemed stronger and more permanent.
The combined effect of all the legal reforms that took place in Europe between 1960 and 2002, including the reforms that moved from fault to no-fault or that introduced (implicitly or explicitly) unilateral divorce, amounts to about 20% of the increase in divorce rates in Europe during that period, according to our most conservative estimates.
These results support and extend the findings of previous studies that used US data to address the effect of divorce legislation on divorce rates, such as Friedberg (1998) and Wolfers (2006) . Like Wolfers (2006) , we find that unilateral reforms appear to increase divorce rates only temporarily. But we also show that what really seemed to have a permanent effect on divorce rates was the generalization of no-fault grounds for divorce.
Hence, while it seems clear that family law has a potential effect on marriage dissolution, unilateral divorce cannot be blamed for the generalized increase in divorce rates across countries during the second half of the 20 th century. 
